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PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS AND SCHOOL SYSTEM PERSONNEL
CONCERNING ROLE RESPONSIBILITY IN INITIATING SOLUTIOHNS
TO EDUCATIONAL PROBLEMS

Probably everyone has been given an assignment and thcught, "why me?" At
a time like that, you begin to recount in your mind all the other offices and
persons to whom it would be more appropriate to assign such a task. There is
likely to follow a verbal barrage that includes an indictment against the in-
telligence of your superiors, remorse over the fact that your fellow workers- -
those not assigned the task--get all the breaks, and self-sympathy because you
get all the dirty work.

If, however, you can eliminate the variables of chance &nd personality and
assume that the assignment was given to you as a result of the position you
hold, then the question, "why me?" could be stated positively as: "This is not
my responsibility and the assignment should be given to someone else.” The
implication of this statement is that there is a disparity between organiza-
tional responsibility and task assignment. Or stated more succinctly, "why
me?"

In general, this paper is an attempt to describe the organizational
relationsnips and the perception of task responsibilities among school system
personnel. More specifically, it will focus upon perception of responsibility
associated with particular roias and upon the responsibility for initiating
action in problem-solving as ¢pposed to the entire problem-solving process.

When Tooked at from an organizational peint of view, the 1ines of
authority in a typical school system can be drawn quite clearly. The line
begins, at the loval level, with a board of education, then the superintendent

and his staff, next the principals of the local schools and last the teachers.
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HOWevef, when viewed from a fung&iona]'pdint of’view, the relationship of these
roles to each other vis-a-vis the problems to be solved in the operation of a
school system becomes less clear.

The issue at question is: "What is the perceived re]ationship between a
person's role in a school system and his responsibility for initiating solutions
to the educational problems of the system.” A word of explanation musf'be given
at thﬁs pofnt concerning the distinction between the meaning of "initiating
‘solutions to educational problems" and "solving educational prob]ems.“ “Solv-
ing problems" ususally has to do with a span of activities beginning with the
recognition of the problem, steps.taken to solve it, and the results obtained.
“Initiating solutions" is concerned only with who should take the first step
in setting the problem-solving process into motion. Prob]em—so]ving in an
‘ofganization as complex as a school system has broad implications and is indi-
cative of synergy among many perscas ‘in the organization and the responsibility
of a single person can become lost as his efforts blend into the whole process.

Since the focal point of the study was upon the individuals involved and
their distinct responsibilities, it was necessary to look at some part of the
process where the individual could be expected to act and his action be dis-
tinct from the group effort. The place where 1ndiv1dua1 action could most
easily be distinguished was in the iﬁitiating phase of the activity. For
whi]e_an‘individuil may not be able to solve a problem by himself, he could,
as an individual, {nitiate the probTem-éo]ving process.

In order to investigate this problem, it was first necessary to establish
a theoretical framewor: to support the approach *aken in this study. Two
Timitations must be stated with regard to this theoretical structure. Eirst,

it does not represent an attempt to develop a thecry of administration. Second,




it is not intended that hypothetico--deductiv~ relationships be stated and at-
tempts be made to prove or disprove them.

The paradigm thus developed wes only inlended as a means of describing the
organizationaI structure of a school systein which-was conceived to consist of
four elements: 1) purpose,'Z) personnel, 3) role responsibility, and 4) a
leader(s). The description and rationale of the paradigm is as follows.

The first element, purpose, defines an orgaﬁization's reason for being.
Stated in its most generalized form, the purpose of a school system is to
provide a quality educational program. The fulfillment of this general pur-
pose, however, has many inplications and must be broken down fnto measurable
objectives and specific tasks. The acéomp]ishment of tnese specified tasks
may be characterized as'meéting the "educational needs" of the. system. Con-
versely, educational needs are a delineation Jf the tasks which must be -car-
ried out. While purpose remains relatively constant over a period of time,
tasks may change through time as educational needs change. Thus, tasks are
deTineated within time intervals with reference to educational needs.

The second element, personnelg refers to those persons éharged with the
responsibility of carrying out the tasks of the system. The personnel with
which this study was concerned fall into one of four categories: board members,
superintendents, principals, and teachers. The inclusion of these particular
members and consequent exclusion of others, e.g9., members of the county court,
city officials, and maintenance and service personnel was not intended to dimin-
ish or ignore the role 57 those not included. Those included in the study wefe
chosen because their role was more closely associated with the execution of
the educational program of a sthool s}stem. The various tasks_which must be
performed were commensurate with the expected hehavior of the members of this

group.
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The third element of the paradigm was role resbonsibi]ity. It weuld be a
serious violation of organizational theory to structure an organization in such
a way that certain tasks lay outside the duties of the persunnel. Stated more:
briefly, sbmeone must be responsible for each task. Everything that happens
in a school system must bé the.responsibi1ity of someone within the system.

Further, it is not only expected that the combined responsibility of the
members of an orgarization will cover all exigencies; but that there will not be
a great deal of overlap in their responsibility. The role filled by each mem-
ber requires that their expected behaviors be differentiated, i.e., each member
of the group will not be expected to be involved in every task of the organiza-
tion, only those appropriate to his area of responsibility.

The fourth element is a leader or leaders. The leader or chief executive
is charged with responsiblity fer the ‘successful functioning of_the organiza-
tion and it thus becomes his resporsibiiity to establish reporting channels, |
stipulate limits of authority and responsibility and define the goals of the
organization. While there is a lack of consensus concerhing the proper role of
board members, in this study they were designated as the Yormal Teaders-and as
such were responsible for estébiishing the tasks of the school system.

In summary, the paradigm employed to describe the organizational structure
of a school system consisted of four elements.

1) Purpose--which must be stated as specific tasks fo be performed;

2) Personne]-—thé persons responsible for carrying out the tasks of

the organizationg

3) Role responsibility--the Ee]ationship of the personnel based on a

job description of duties to be performed; and, '

4) Leader(s)--the one{s) responsible for specifying the tasks to be

performed.
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In order to determine how school system_personne1 perceivea responsibi]ity4
forjinitiating solutions to educationalsprob1ems several steps were taken
Board nembers were asked to state educat1ona1 needs or problems. Th1s.waspw
'tantamount to spec1fy1ng tasks to be performed The statements of need,_or.the
tasks, were written'in the idiom of “the board members and were<origfna1'thh
" each one, 1.e., they were not asked to'se1ect needs from a pre—estab}ishedxlist;.
’ but‘to generate'a 1ist of needs;as they -perceived thmn? There'was; of course,
some duplication of content. in order.to e11m1natejdup]1cation, yet retain the”y
essence of the statements, a panel of experts was used to sort andyreduce:the
'number of items to a manageable size. The;statements were sorted into genenic
.iCTusters; .e., statements of’simi1ar:k1nd here grouped together'oiForty—tWO
groups resulted from-the sorting.. "~ For each group, a rubr1c, j.e., an cd1tor1a1
-‘jnterpolation,_was ertten}' These statement' became thw 1nstrument to which the
”members o?-the group responded Each of’ those parc{c1pat1ng was asLed to mark
the person they thought to be respon51b1e for 1n1t1at1ng a so]utwon to the
f;prubnem 1nd1cated in each statement.

The responses to these statements were used to test the fo110w1no nu]]
hypothe51s. ."There:1s rno s1gn1f1cant;d1fference among membe s ofv]oca1 boards
nof.education; superintendents; principals and teachers'tn their‘perception of -
ro]c respons1b111ty in 1n1t1at1ng so?ut1ons to educat1ona1 probTems " 'The data
., wcre ana1/zed by use of two stat1st1ca1 techanues 1) the ch1 square test of -

’;s1gn1f1cance, and 2} a Goodman Kruskol 1ambda--an index of pred1ct1ve assoc1at1on.
An. ana];s1s of the data 1nd1cated that the nembers of the group differed

s1qn1f1cant1y on. ?/ of ‘the 42 1tems In other words they d1sagreed 6o% of the

— 1

time and on1y agreed 35% of the t1me on who was_ reSpons1b1e for 1n1t1at1ng



. S h _ - | ' tr:.’“ . f‘.‘ 1“6'
solutions to,probiems. The findings are strongly indicative of a state of con-
fusion concerning r01e-respons1b111ty;“ Disagreenent of th.s magnitude 1s cer-
tainly an 1nd1cat1on of organ12at1ona1 dysfunct1on

Based upon the analysis of the data, the foTTow1ng observat1ons are
offered:. |

1) .It was clear that the.superintendent is expected to be the prime
mover in.initiating solutions to edugatﬁonaT probTems. M was seTected more
of ten than any other role, being’Chosen over 50% of the time by all group
menbers .combined., This strongly suggests that schoofuoersonneT percelve prob—
Yem solution to be a function of authority rather than expert1sef‘ This is not
to imply that superintenderts Tack expertise but it is questionable that they
have more than those in all other groups comb1ned It also cTearTy reflects a.
mind-set cond1t1oned to the, funct1ons of a h1erarch1cai structure, i.e., dec1s1ons
‘and actions orig1nate at the top and fTow or are forced down .-

2) There was more d1sagreement between board members and the,rest”oﬁ“tne

group concerning the board member s own roTe than between any otherhsjngTe role
"~ and the rest of .the group.:vBoard memberschaTmed responsibility.32% of the tihe
,_‘but:were_onTy assioned'responsibiTityVZT% of.the time. The ftems.on'whith‘there

- was gréatest ditference concerned functional'matters; rather-than*poTicy?decisiooC.
The response patterns refTected a tendency on. the part of board membeTs” tO_EEFUWQ
" more respons1b1T1ty for the operat1onaT aspects of a school system than the séhoo?h
system personneT were. w1TT1nq to-ass1gn to them. Board members who Jnswst unon
~1nvoTvement in operat10nal act1v1t1es coqu thus be character1zed as over-
:part1c1pators in the educat1ona1 process 7 7 |
f“f. 3) Teachers are the forgot‘en members An the probTem soTVTng operat1on of

Na‘sehooT.system. They were ass1gned Tess respons1b111ty than any other roTe by .'

!
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every_group-—bther than-their own. They are part1cu1ar1y forgotten by super1n-: ;
tendents. In fact, on 18 of the 42 itéms, super1ntendents d1d not ass1qn any
responsibﬁ11ty at all to teachers_and'd)d not ussign them major respons1b111ty
on any.iteh - It-was'tnteresting to nbte; hbwever that on'32 of theb42 1tems, or d

-76%, t eachers ass1gned themse]ves more . reSpons1b:11ty than any other qroup member
" assigned” them Th1s may be 1nd1cat1ve of a w1111ngness to serve wh1cn 1ac“s
amp]e onpor‘tm 1ty to express 1tse1f

4) There was a very d1st1nct difference between personne] at the 10ra1

- schoo] 1eve] i. between pr1nc1pa1s and teachers, concerning the’ ro]e of

board nembers and super1ntendent. Pr1nc1pa1s ass1gned more respons1b111ay to
ster1ntendents than board :members, wh11e teachens ass1gned more;respons1b111ty
‘to board nembers than super1ntendents The meaning of this is uncehtain unless

f

it is re]ateu to the fact that pr1nc1pa1s report d.rect]y to the super1ntendent

.-and have been cond1t1oned 1n.th1s pattern, whlle teachers be1ng a step removed
have w1der ]at1tude in exercwslng their dicretion. If th1s assumptlon is true,

it has the very def1n1te 1mp11cat1on that 1nf1uence in a hierarchical organ1za—_

'j:t1on Isa function of ‘the report1ng channe] and that Tnfluence is d1rect]/

‘:‘prqport1pna1 to djstancej1n the structure of the organTZat1on,vx.e., the farther
:away the ]ess’thevint1uenee;' fherefone; if'ypu‘wish to influence someone;'keep |
~ thein close at hand. | - " | | EE -

| _ Board members were the Teaders or chIef execut1ves and tnelr percubt1on°

¥ were ‘studied 1n more depth Three add1t1ona1 hypothes1s were . tested In_essence

kthese stated that : - | - 7“4¥: _ o
1) There is no d1fference in the percept1on of board members of ”n1gn“

and ‘1ow” 1nv01vement in schoo] matters "The cr1ter1a used in determ1n:ng h1gh

4’)and 1ow were 'a) numbe. of hours per week requ1red to do schoo] board work; b)




number,of board meetings attended°pervyear, and c¢) number of’ visits made to
schools per year, not counting board meetings. o ! o
2} There is no difference in the perception of board'members of "long"

and I"short" tenure. Length of service was reported and the grouo was d1V1ded o

,a1ong the med1an to determ1ne 1ong and short tenure

3) There is no d1fference in the percept1on of members of. county
and city boards of educat1on | ‘

Board nembers did not differ in the1r percept1on among themselves as much

as . the other groups but there are some. noteworthy examples.. *hose classified .

as high and Tow in 1nvolvement disagreed on seven of the 42 1tems, and a]] of

tnem had to do w1th the program of - the 1oca] school. In every case those c:as—"

s1f1ed as h1gh 1n 1nvo]vement wanted to part1c1pate more 1n the affairs and
funct1ons of the ]oca] schoo]s -

Board membars c]ass1f1ed accord1ng to tenure d1sagreed on onTy one 1tem

- but it was a s1zeab]e dfsagreement Th1s item concerned 1mprov1ng tho qua11ty le

of 1nstruct1ona1 mater1a] and the chi- square va1ue was s1gn1f1cant at the: 001“

]eveT The d1fference was the result of the fact that board nembers of short

tenure ass1gned maJor respons1b111ty to the super1ntendent wh11e those of 1ono

tenure ass1oned maJor respons1b111ty to. the teachers The 1mp11cat1on is that

: the 1onger a person is on. the board, the more he ho]ds 1oca1 schoo] personnel

respons1b1e for 1mprov1ng the qua]1ty of 1nstruct1ona1 mater1a1

Members of county and c1ty boarrs d1sagreed on only four 1tems These

4 were, in the ma1n, 1tems concern1ng the management of . f1sca| affa1rs The

county members exh1b1ted a much more. “t1ght f1sted" attTtude hardly a11ow—"""
1ng any. 1nvo]vement at the Iocal schoo1 1evei Members of the c1ties boards
ma1nta1ned f1scal contro] but were w1]11ng to allow part1c1pat1on in f1sca1

matters at the ]ocal schooT 1eve1
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In surmary, if the personnel are to initiate the activities that will fulfill
the purpose of an organization, it is necessary that they have a clear perception
of who is responsible for performing the various tasks. Clarity of perception
is necessitated by the structural requirement of an organizaticn that each person
be responsible for cértajn tasks, but not all tasks. Perception of responsibility

is the sine qua nonh of organizational etficiency. The natural consequence of the

lack of a clear conception of responsibility is the lack of action or a conflict
over duties. This is especially true when problems arise outside of, or between,
clearly established Tines of responsibilities. The stalemate is echoed in the

words, "Somebody ought to do something about that--but why me?"
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SOLUTION INITIATOR SCALE

Coy Holiis Memphis State University
Copyright 1971 ) Bureau of Educationzi Research

Unmet educationai needs result in wroblems. Problems that arise in a school system are related to the area of
responsibility of one of four persons: {1) board member, (2} superintendent or staff member, (3) principal or his
administrative staff member, or {4) teacher, inciuding counselors, coaches, etc. Each of these persons should take the lead
in initiating action that will lead to solutions of the problems that arise in his area of responsibifity. Initiating action, as
used here, is not the same as solving the problem, and the term “initiate action’ does not necessarily mean “official
action.” Irstead, it means that when a person becomes aware of a problem he attempts to do something about it. Solving
a probler may involve several persons, agencies or institutions — even some from outside the school system; however, a
person within the system must assume responsibility for initiating action. This scale may be used to indicate the person
whom you think is responsible for initiating action tc deal with the problem of meeting each of the needs stated in items
1-42. )

(NOTE: The emphasis is or initiating action, not on solving the problem.)

EXAMPLE MARKING THE SCALE
Educational Needs B S P T The person that should
. initiate action is:
Improvement in student-teacher refations xX*
. . B - Board member
Preparation of a policy manuai for the schoo! district X*
S - Superintendent or
Establishment of training programs for staff members X staff member
Informing parents about a pupil’s learning problems . X* P - Principal or his
. o . . o staff members
The marks indicate the person whom the respondent thinks is
respensible for initiating action to deal with each of these T - Teacher, etc.
needs.
EDUCATIONAL NEEDS B S P T
1. Additional schcol facilities to reduce overcrowding. 1
2. Reduction of students’ extra-curricular activities. . 2

. . . “¢} HMISSION TQ REPRODUCE THIS COPY-
3. A greater variety of vocational-technical prograrns. RIGHTED MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 3

‘-IO ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPFRATING
f 4] ) UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE NATIONAL IN-

5‘ Merger of smalt schooi SVSt ms. STITUTE OF EDUCATION. FURTHER REPRO- 5
DUCTION QUTSIDE THE ERIC SYSTEM RE-
OUIRES PERMISSION OF THE COPYRIGHT

4, More effective use of federal funds.

6. Improvement of schoof-community relations. OWNER - 6 ]
7. Buildings designed to better serve teaching and learning goals. ' 7
8. Reduction in the dropout rate. 8
9. Increased funds for texthooks, instructional materials, énd supplies. 9
13. Reduction in the causes of student unrest. 10
11. Improved quality of instructional materials. 11

i2. Additional schoo! personnel (for example, teacher aides and secretaries) for

non-instructional responsihilities. 12
13. Exprunsion of counseling services to include the ciementary grades. 13
14. Provision for the curricular needs of special education students. 14

{Contintied on back)
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15,

16.

i7.

18.
18.

20.

21,
22,
23.
24,
25,
26.
27.
28.
29.
30,
31,
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.

39.
40.
41.

42..

EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

“stablishment of orientation programs that will assist schoo! board members in
understanding and performing their responsibilities.

Enlargement of curriculum content to include additional courses in art, music,
and foreign languages.

Removal of partisan, politicii influence on the office of the local school
superintendent.

Preparation of more teachers for special education ciasses.

Improvement in the competency of school administrators in business and
personnel administration.

Adaptation ¢f instructional content and methods to meet the needs of
disadvantaged students.

More efficiency and safcty in transporting children.

Improvement in teaching methods.

Increased involvement of parents in the education of their children.
Establishinent of state-supported kind_ergartens.

Assi.gn_ment of teachers to teach only those subjects for which they are certified.
Remedial prograin: for students who are underachievers.
Consolidation of small schools.

Higher salaries for t2achers.

Improvement in the evuluation of local schoo! programs.
Improvement of reading instruction at all levals.

Increased emphasis on vocational-technical guidance.

Improvement of local in-service programs for teachers.

A pupil-teacher ratio that will promote the most effective learning.
Clarification of instructional objectives.

Revision of the local tax structure for financing education.
Improvenent in teacher evaluation procedures.

Improvement in school property maintenance procedures.

Psychological services (for example, testing, diagnostic evaluation, and counseling)
at all grade levels.

Improvement of teacher training programs in colleges and universities,
Provision for educational opportunities for persons beyond schoc! age.

Use of alternatives (for example, large and small groups, non-graded grouping,
and multi-age grouping) to the current instructional organization.

Establishment and enforcement of policies governing schoo! i *tendance zones.
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